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Discovery of the Northern Hog Sucker 
in the Ottertail river 
Mark A. Otnes* 
ABSTRACT - ON June 3, 1973 several specimens of the Northern Hog Sucker (Hypentelium nigri· 
cans), were collected from a six-mile stretch of the Ottertail River, Aurdal Township, Ottertail County 
in Minnesota. Previous to this the Northern Hog Sucker has never been collected or reported from the 
Red River drainage, of which the Ottertail River is a part, nor from Upper Mississippi River Basin 
adjacent to the Red River drainage. As far back as 1907 researchers erroneously reported the Northern 
Hog Sucker from the Upper Mississippi River Basin. 
There has always been difficulty in determining the range 
of the Northern Hog Sucker (Hypentelium nigricans),in 
Minnesota. The confusion leads back to Evermann and 
Goldsborough ( 1907) and Evermann and Latimer ( 19 10), 
who recorded it from Lake of the Woods , Rainy River drain-
age. This was accepted for many years until Hubbs (1945) 
found that the specimens involved were actually White 
Suckers (Calostomus commersoni). Eddy and Surber (1947) 
listed the Northern Hog Sucker from the upper Mississippi 
River basin, but UnderhiH (1957) pointed out that Moyle 
(1940) had never taken it above St. Anthony Falls, (lower 
limit of the upper Mississippi basin). As a result of extensive 
collecting without obtaining a single confirmed specimen of 
Northern Hog Sucker, it was subsequently removed from the 
upper Mississippi faunal list. 
Also, it had never previously been reported in the scien-
tific literature of the Red River drainage. 
The recent collecting in the Ottertail River has revealed its 
presence there. 
Study Area Covers Six Miles 
The area from which the Northern Hog Suckers were col-
lected includes that portion of the Ottertail River from Cen-
tral dam in Fergus Falls easterly a distance of 6 miles towards 
Ottertail Lake. In tensive study and collection encompassed 
the sixth mile of the river closest the Ottertail Lake direc-
tion. This area of the river is variably shallow (2 to 6 feet 
deep), approximately 200 feet wide, meandering, and 
demonstrates sand bars, ripples, and deep pools. Clarity of 
the water within the area is such that the river bottom is 
visible even at its deepest point. Aquatic vegetation occurs 
randomly, apparently growing wherever it can gain a foot-
hold. The river bottom is predominantly sandy, with some 
silt settling in the side stretches of the area. As the river 
progresses towards Fergus Falls, it gains both is depth and 
width. 
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*MARK A. OTNES was 14 years old and in ninth grade at 
Clarkfield, Minnesota, high school when he conducted this study 
and prepared the paper. Specifically interested in fauna of the 
Otter Tail River, Otnes has corresponded with Dr. James 
Underhill of the University of Minnesota Zoology department 
on matters of specimen identification and general ichthyology , 
which is his career goal. The University of Minnesota's Bell 
Museum of Natural History has requested specimens of the 
species reported. 
Trap, seine and dipnet used 
Attempts to collect Northern Hog Suckers were made 
through the use of a 2 foot diameter sunken live trap; a 4 
foot diameter hand screen seine; and a 6 foot dip net. The 
irregular river bottom of the study area prohibited the use of 
a conventional two man-style minnow seine. 
The live trap was lowered to the bottom of the deeper 
pools and checked daily. The hand screen seine also was used 
to attempt the collection of specimens from the pools . Shal-
lower portions of the study area, including the sand bars , 
ripples, and rapids, were investigated through the use of the 6 
foot dip net. 
Specimens collected were placed in labeled containers and 
preserved in Isoprophyl alcohol. 
Previous observation and findings 
During the first week of June 1973 a concentrated effort 
was made to collect Northern Hog Sucker from the study 
area. Previous to this date the writer had collected Northern 
Hog Suckers in the Ottertail River. In the fall of 1970 and 
again in the summer of 1971 a few specimens were taken . 
During the summer of 1972 the river was unusually high and 
no specimens were obtained. However, several were observed 
in some of the shallower reaches. None of the specimens 
collected from 1970 to May 1973 were reported , as t11e 
writer was not aware that Northern Hog Suckers were not 
known to occur in the Red River drainage . 
One of the Northern Hog Suckers collected June 3, 1973, 
was preserved and forwarded to Dr. James C. Underhill, Zoo-
logy Dept., University of Minnesota , and Dr. Underhill con-
firmed identity of the specimen as indeed a Northern Hog 
Sucker. 
Of the three methods of collection, the 6 foot dip net 
proved most effective . By stalking the Northern Hog Sucker 
in the river shallows, it was possible to collect several through 
a slow , direct sweep. 
The hand screen seine became uncontrollable in the rather 
strong currents and fish were able to escape before they 
could be lifted from the water. 
Northern Hog Suckers apparently avoided entrance into 
the sunken live trap, as no specimen was ever taken in this 
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manner, although schools of Hog Suckers were observed near 
and about the trap. 
Due to the clarity of the water, not only within the study 
area but also in the river from several miles beyond it, it was 
quite easy to observe Northern Hog Suckers from the river 
bank. The fish seem randomly distributed, but usually occur 
in schools of 4 to 25 individuals. It has been the experience 
of the writer that the Northern Hog Sucker prefers gravel 
bottoms where there is a relatively strong current. 
Of the specimens collected from I 970 through June 1973, 
size has varied from 3 to I 5 inches in length. 
The stomach content analysis of several Northern Pike 
(Esox lucius) caught in the study area revealed the remains of 
Northern Hog Suckers. It is apparent therefore, that they are 
preyed upon by the Northern Pike, and probably by other 
predaceous fish as well. 
Further studies of the Ottertail River are planned in an 
attempt to define more accurately the extent and extant of 
the Northern Hog Sucker population. Refinement in col-
lection methods, such as semi-buried live traps throughout 
several miles of the river, will be used to the end that an 
estimate of the Northern Hog Sucker distribution can be 
reached. 
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